Frequency and intensity discrimination in human infants and adults.
Frequency and intensity DLs were measured in 26 human infants (ages 7-9 months) and six young adults using a repeating standard "yes-no" operant headturning technique and an adaptive staircase (tracking) psychophysical procedure. Subjects were visually reinforced for responding to frequency increments, frequency decrements, intensity increments, or intensity decrements in an ongoing train of 1.0-kHz tone bursts, and stimulus control was monitored using randomly interleaved probe and catch trials. Infants were easily conditioned to respond to both increments and decrements in frequency, and DLs ranged from 11-29 Hz, while adult DLs ranged from 3-5 Hz. Infants also easily discriminated intensity increments, and DLs ranged from 3-12 dB, while adult DLs ranged from 1-2 dB. No infants successfully discriminated intensity decrements, although adults experienced no difficulty with this task and produced DLs similar to those for increments. The apparent inability of infants to discriminate intensity decrements suggests that the infant CNS may not be well adapted to monitor rate decreases in populations of peripheral auditory neurons.